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A s is the case for most people involved ac-tively in social justice issues, there is usu ally a significant life experience that 
causes a personal awakening of one's "social en-
ergy" and forces us to see the world from a 
different perspective (Hirschman, 1984). For me 
this occurred in December of 1990 in the country 
of El Salvador. 
I was working for an international develop-
ment NCO (non-governmental organization) at 
the time and one of my projects was located in a 
small rural agricultural village just outside of San 
Salvador. I was working with a group of twenty 
farmers who each were farming their own indi-
vidual "milpas" in the hills surrounding the 
village. Only one of the twenty owned his own 
land, the rest rented their plots from a rich land-
owner who owned most of the property in the 
area but lived in San Salvador. These farmers 
planted corn and beans year after year. They 
used their harvest to feed their families through-
out the year and sold their excess in the San 
Salvador market. Unfortunately their annual yield 
was going down each year in spite of their hard 
work. I realized why this was the case when I 
visited their farms. Their milpas were located on 
steep sloped hillside more conducive to down-
hill skiing than planting corn. The farmers 
jokingly told me that they had to be part moun-
tain goat to work their fields. It was obvious that 
their yields were decreasing because their soils 
were being washed away at an alarming rate into 
the murky river below. I asked them why they 
had to farm on such terrible land-they said there 
was no other land available. I asked them why 
didn't they build : 
to protect the soil-
work, it wasn't th 
improve it the Ian 
rent payments. 
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I n e q u i t a b l e  L a n d  T e n u r e  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
d i d n ' t  t h e y  b u i l d  s o m e  t e r r a c e s  o r  s t o n e  b a r r i e r s  
t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  s o i l - t h e y  t o l d  m e  i t  t o o k  t o o  m u c h  
w o r k ,  i t  w a s n ' t  t h e i r  l a n d ,  a n d  e v e n  i f  t h e y  d i d  
i m p r o v e  i t  t h e  l a n d o w n e r  w o u l d  j u s t  r a i s e  t h e i r  
r e n t  p a y m e n t s .  
T h e  f a r m e r s  i n i t i a l l y  a p p r o a c h e d  m e  b e c a u s e  
t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  s t a r t  a n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  c r e d i t  p r o -
g r a m .  T h e y  n e e d e d  c r e d i t  i n  o r d e r  t o  b u y  t h e  
s e e d s ,  f e r t i l i z e r s  a n d  p e s t i c i d e s  n e e d e d  f o r  t h e i r  
f i e l d s .  T h i s  t y p e  o f  c r e d i t  w a s  u n a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e m  
f r o m  l o c a l  b a n k s ,  s o  t h e y  n e e d e d  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  
o f  a n  o u t s i d e  N G O .  A f t e r  p r o v i d i n g  s o m e  i n i t i a l  
t r a i n i n g  i n  a c c o u n t i n g  a n d  g r o u p  f o r m a t i o n ,  I  
g a v e  t h e m  a  g r a n t  o f  $ 5 , 0 0 0 .  I  t o l d  t h e m  t h a t  i t  
w o u l d  b e  t h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  d i s b u r s e  t h e  l o a n s  
a n d  c o l l e c t  t h e m  w i t h  i n t e r e s t  a f t e r  h a r v e s t .  T h i s  
w a y  t h e  p r o j e c t  c o u l d  c o n t i n u e  i n t o  t h e  n e x t  y e a r .  
T h e  p r o j e c t  b e g a n  i n  1 9 8 8  a n d  h a d  a  1 0 0 %  l o a n  
r e c o v e r y  r a t e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  y e a r .  T h i s  w a s  p r i m a -
r i l y  d u e  t o  t h e  s t r o n g  i n d i g e n o u s  l e a d e r s h i p  w h o  
k n e w  w h a t  p e o p l e  w e r e  g o o d  c r e d i t  r i s k s  i n  t h e  
c o m m u n i t y .  
O n e  o f  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h e  g r o u p  w a s  a  m a n  
n a m e d  R a f a e l .  H e  w a s  i n  h i s  e a r l y  5 0 ' s  a n d  w a s  
w e l l - w e a t h e r e d  f r o m  a  h a r d  l i f e  a s  a  c a m p e s i n o .  
O n e  d a y  h e  i n v i t e d  m y  w i f e  a n d  m e  t o  h i s  h o u s e  
t o  t a l k .  H i s  d a u g h t e r s  a n d  g r a n d c h i l d r e n  l i v e d  
w i t h  h i m  i n  a  o n e - r o o m  m u d  a n d  b a m b o o  h o u s e .  
F a r m i n g  w a s  o b v i o u s l y  n o t  h e l p i n g  h i m  g e t  r i c h ;  
r a t h e r  j u s t  t h e  o p p o s i t e .  H e  t o l d  m e  t h a t  h e  w a s  
d r o p p i n g  o u t  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  b e c a u s e  i t  w a s  c o s t -
i n g  h i m  m o r e  t o  b u y  t h e  f e r t i l i z e r  f o r  h i s  f i e l d  
t h a n  h e  w a s  e a r n i n g  i n  h i s  h a r v e s t .  H e  c o u l d  n o  
l o n g e r  a f f o r d  t o  b o r r o w  a n y  m o r e  m o n e y .  H e  
t h e r e f o r e  w a s  p a c k i n g  u p  h i s  f a m i l y  a n d  m o v i n g  
i n t o  a  b a r r i o  n e a r  S a n  S a l v a d o r  w h e r e  h i s  w i f e  
a n d  d a u g h t e r s  c o u l d  p o s s i b l y  f i n d  w o r k  a s  m a i d s .  
R a f a e l  a l s o  t o l d  m e  t h a t  o n e  o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r s  
w a s  p r e g n a n t  a n d  t h a t  h e  c o u l d  n o t  a f f o r d  t o  f e e d  
a n o t h e r  c h i l d .  H e  a s k e d  m y  w i f e  a n d  m e  i f  w e  
w o u l d  t a k e  t h e  b a b y  a n d  r a i s e  i t  o n c e  i t  w a s  b o r n .  
W e  f e l t  d e e p l y  h o n o r e d  a n d  h u m b l e d  b y  h i s  r e -
q u e s t .  W e  a l s o  b e c a m e  i m m e d i a t e l y  a w a r e  o f  t h e  
t r e m e n d o u s l y  d i f f i c u l t  c h o i c e s  a n d  s a c r i f i c e s  t h a t  
a  l a n d l e s s  f a r m e r  i n  t h e  T h i r d  W o r l d  m u s t  m a k e .  
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William Van Lopik 
In Belize, farmers gain access to 
agricultural land by cutting down virgin 
rainforest. 
After talking with his daughter we consented to 
their request. Our son Rafael was born in De-
cember of 1990 and named after his Salvadoran 
grandfather. The land tenure debate has taken 
on a very personal meaning for me because of 
this event. 
Six out of ten households in the Third World 
make a living from the land. One-quarter of 
them-100 million households-do not own the 
land they work on. Among the rest, land distri-
bution often continues to be highly unequal. 
Hence, access to land and secure land rights are 
of central importance in determining living stan-
dards (IFAD, 1995) . 
The issue of grossly inequitable land owner-
ship has been a persistent problem in Latin 
America for many years and the region today 
still has the most unequal landholding pattern of 
any of the world's cultural realms (Clawson,2000). 
There have been many attempts at initiating na-
tional land reform programs throughout most 
countries of Latin America, but the success of 
these programs has been arguable and none has 
fulfilled its inh 
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s  a t  i n i t i a t i n g  n a -
h r o u g h o u t  m o s t  
r t  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  
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I n e q u i t a b l e  L a n d  T e n u r e  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
f u l f i l l e d  i t s  i n t e n d e d  g o a l s  ( T h i e s e n h u s e n ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  
L a n d  R e f o r m  w a s  a  h i g h l y  c o n t e n t i o u s  i s s u e  d u r -
i n g  t h e  1 9 5 0 s - 1 9 7 0 s ,  w h e n  b o t h  s o c i a l i s t  
r e v o l u t i o n a r y  m o v e m e n t s  a n d  c a p i t a l i s t  g o v e r n -
m e n t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w o r l d  u s e d  i t  a s  a  s t r a t e g i c  
t o o l  i n  t r y i n g  t o  w i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s u p p o r t  o f  p e a s -
a n t  f a r m e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  a s  C o l d  W a r  i d e o l o g i e s  
h a v e  e r o d e d  a w a y  a n d  p o o r  c o u n t r i e s  h a v e  
t r a n s i t i o n e d  i n t o  m o r e  n e o - l i b e r a l  g l o b a l  e c o n o -
m i e s ,  t h e  l a n d  r e f o r m  d e b a t e  h a s  s e e m i n g l y  
d i s a p p e a r e d  f r o m  d i s c u s s i o n  a m o n g  d e v e l o p m e n t  
s t r a t e g i s t s  a n d  b e e n  r e p l a c e d  b y  o p e n - m a r k e t  
e c o n o m i e s  t h a t  p r o m o t e  l a n d  m a r k e t  t r a n s f e r s ,  
l a n d  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  a n d  t i t l i n g .  D o r n e r  s a y s  t h a t  
l a n d  r e f o r m s  o f  t h e  p a s t  a r e  u n r a v e l i n g  w i t h  n e o -
l i b e r a l i s m  a n d  f r e e  t r a d e ;  l a n d  r e f o r m s  o f  t h e  
f u t u r e  m u s t  c o p e  w i t h  r u r a l - u r b a n  a n d  i n t e r n a -
t i o n a l  m i g r a t i o n ,  p r e s s u r e  f r o m  i n d i g e n o u s  
g r o u p s  a n d  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  a l l  
c o m p l i c a t i n g  f a c t o r s  ( D o r n e r ,  1 9 9 9 ) .  V a n d e r m e e r  
b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  v i s i o n  o f  a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m  p r o -
g r a m s  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  N i c a r a g u a  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  h a s  a l l  
b u t  d i s a p p e a r e d  i n  i t s  c o u n t r y  o f  b i r t h ,  a n d  i s  
h a r d l y  a  s e r i o u s  p r o p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  o t h e r  c o u n -
t r i e s  o f  t h e  r e g i o n .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  b a s i c  r u r a l  
p r o g r a m  t h a t  w o u l d  h e l p  d i m i n i s h  d e f o r e s t a t i o n ,  
a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m ,  i s  n o t  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  o n  t h e  h o r i -
z o n  ( V a n d e r m e e r  a n d  P e r f e c t o ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  
T h e  p r o b l e m  o f  l a n d  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  a m o n g  t h e  
w e a l t h y  i s  i n c r e a s i n g  a n d  c a n  b e  s e e n  i n  n e g a t i v e  
s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s  s u c h  a s  i n c r e a s e d  i n d i c e s  o f  l a n d -
l e s s n e s s  a n d  n e a r  l a n d l e s s n e s s ,  a b u s e s  o f  h u m a n  
r i g h t s ,  u r b a n  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m i g r a t i o n ,  r u r a l  
p o v e r t y ,  h u n g e r  ( B r o w n ,  F l a v i n  a n d  F r e n c h ,  
2 0 0 0 ) ,  a n d  e c o l o g i c a l  d e g r a d a t i o n  ( D o r n e r  a n d  
T h i e s e n h u s e n ,  1 9 9 2 ) ;  a l l  i n d i c a t e  a  n e e d  f o r  f u r -
t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  l a n d  r e f o r m  p o l i c i e s .  T h e  
d e m a n d  f o r  l a n d  a n d  r e d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n c e n -
t r a t i o n  o f  o w n e r s h i p  r e m a i n  t h e  m a i n  
c o m p o n e n t s  f o r  m o b i l i z i n g  L a t i n  A m e r i c a ' s  s m a l l  
f a r m e r s  a n d  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  i s s u e s  i n  r u r a l  d e v e l -
o p m e n t .  T h e  n e w  U N D P  W o r l d  D e v e l o p m e n t  
R e p o r t  2 0 0 0 / 1  s u c c i n c t l y  s t a t e s  t h a t  m o r e  n a t i o n a l  
a c t i o n s  n e e d  t o  b e  t a k e n  f o r  t h e  e q u i t a b l e  d i s t r i -
b u t i o n  o f  a s s e t s . T h e  r e p o r t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  m e n t i o n s  
l a n d  r e f o r m  a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  
m e t h o d  o f  d i s t r i b u t i n g  t h e s e  a s -
s e t s .  L a n d  t e n u r e  h a s  d i f f e r e n t  
m e a n i n g s  a n d  c o n t e x t s  d e p e n d -
i n g  o n  w h i c h  p a r t  o f  t h e  w o r l d  
o n e  i s  l o o k i n g  a t .  I t  i s  a  d e b a t e  
t h a t  i s  m o r e  v o l a t i l e  i n  s o m e  a r -
e a s  o f  t h e  w o r l d  t h a n  i t  i s  i n  
o t h e r s .  I n  E u r o p e  a n d  N o r t h  
A m e r i c a  i t  i s  n o t  t h e  i n f l a m m a -
t o r y  t o p i c  t h a t  i t  i s  i n  
a g r i c u l t u r a l l y  b a s e d  e c o n o m i e s  
l i k e  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  a n d  A f r i c a .  
I n d u s t r i a l i z e d  c o u n t r i e s  s i m p l y  
h a v e  m o r e  u r b a n - b a s e d  e m p l o y -
m e n t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  a b s o r b  t h e  
l a n d l e s s  t h a n  d o  o t h e r  a r e a s .  
T h e r e  a r e  e v e n  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r -
e n c e s  b e t w e e n  A f r i c a  a n d  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a .  I n  A f r i c a  i t  o f t e n  i s  t h e  
1  
s t a t e  w h i c h  h o l d s  t h e  l a r g e s t  
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a m o u n t  o f  l a n d ,  w h i l e  i n  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a  l a n d  i s  d i v i d e d  u p  u n -
e q u a l l y  b e t w e e n  t h e  e l i t e s  a n d  a  
l a r g e  u n d e r c l a s s .  T h e  l a n d  s t r u c -
t u r e  o f  l a t i f u n d i o - m i n i f u n d i o  
h a s  i t s  r o o t s  i n  t h e  c o l o n i a l  
" e n c o m i e n d a "  s y s t e m  w h e r e  
S p a n i s h  l o r d s  f o r c i b l y  e x p r o p r i -
a t e d  l a r g e  t r a c t s  o f  l a n d  f r o m  t h e  
i n d i g e n o u s  p e o p l e  a n d  m a d e  
t h e m  w o r k  a s  v i r t u a l  s l a v e s  o n  
t h e i r  o w n  l a n d .  T h e  b o d y  o f  
k n o w l e d g e  o n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  c a u -
s a t i o n  o f  i n e q u i t a b l e  l a n d  t e n u r e  
r e g i m e s  i s  e x p a n s i v e ,  a n d  a l -
t h o u g h  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t h i s  
d i s c u s s i o n  I  w i l l  n o t  b e  f o c u s i n g  
o n  i t  d u e  t o  s p a c e  l i m i t a t i o n s .  
L a n d  T e n u r e  a s  a  
D e v e l o p m e n t  I s s u e  
T h e  r e l e v a n c y  f o r  l a n d  t e n u r e  a s  
a  d e v e l o p m e n t  i s s u e  i s  s i m p l e -
t h e  l a n d l e s s  a n d  l a n d  p o o r  a r e  
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its main focus. This is the segment of society that 
has empirically been shown to be the poorest and 
most vulnerable segment of society. If develop-
ment policy holds the alleviation of poverty as 
an objective, then land tenure must be taken into 
consideration. Land reform benefits the landless 
in the following ways: 
1. Peasant Mobilization 
One of the hallmarks of rural development is 
its emphasis on building capacity in local organi-
zations. Land reform programs have shown to 
be effective stimulants for peasant mobilization. 
In Chile, the Frei and Allende reforms led to the 
political participation of many more peasants than 
ever before. Political enfranchisement and par-
ticipation in civil society were actually at the 
highest point during the time of greatest land-
reform activity from 1970 to 1973 (Kay and Silva, 
1992). Even modest reform programs have been 
shown to contribute to the empowerment of the 
poor and have motivated them to become more 
involved in the political process. 
In the 1970s and 80s peasant mobilization in 
Central America took the form of armed insur-
rections in both Nicaragua (FSLN) and El 
Salvador (FMLN). The mantra of both of these 
revolutionary groups was that of equitable land 
distribution. Although the wars were devastat-
ing and bloody for each country, at least one 
important result came out of the wars. That is 
that today both of these former guerrilla groups 
are now legal4' recognized political parties in 
their respective countries. They have created a 
plurality in the political process that never be-
fore existed. In fact, just this past spring in El 
Salvador the FMLN (former rebel army) gained 
a political majority in the General Assembly af-
ter national elections. 
2. Positive Response to Environmental 
Degradation 
The process of land concentration and accu-
mulation by large landowners has pushed 
subsistence farmers off fertile agricultural lands. 
Painter says, "the crucial issue underlying envi-
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I n e q u i t a b l e  L a n d  T e n u r e  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
r o n m e n t a l  d e s t r u c t i o n  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  i s  g r o s s  
i n e q u i t y  i n  a c c e s s  t o  r e s o u r c e s "  ( 1 9 9 5 ) .  T h e  o p -
t i o n s  f o r  t h e  l a n d l e s s  a r e  l i m i t e d .  T h e y  c a n  e i t h e r  
r e l o c a t e  t o  t h e  c i t i e s  a n d  t r y  t o  f i n d  w o r k  t h e r e  
i n  t h e  i n f o r m a l  s e c t o r ;  t h e y  c a n  w o r k  a s  t e n a n t  
f a r m e r s  o n  a  p i e c e  o f  u n u s e d  l a n d  t h a t  s o m e o n e  
m i g h t  b e  w i l l i n g  t o  r e n t ;  o r ,  t h e y  c a n  m o v e  f u r -
t h e r  i n t o  t h e  f r o n t i e r  a n d  c u t  o u t  a  p i e c e  o f  
f a r m l a n d  f r o m  t h e  f o r e s t s .  A l l  t h r e e  o p t i o n s  h a v e  
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  r a m i f i c a t i o n s .  
C i t i e s  a r e  g r o w i n g  r a p i d l y  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
f r o m  l a n d l e s s  f a r m e r s  w h o  c o m e  l o o k i n g  f o r  a n y  
k i n d  o f  j o b .  T h e  u r b a n  p o p u l a t i o n s  a r e  g r o w i n g  
s o  r a p i d l y  t h a t  t h e  i n f r a - s t r u c t u r a l  c a p a c i t y  o f  t h e  
c i t i e s  i s  o v e r l o a d e d  a n d  c a r m o t  h a n d l e  t h e  i n -
c r e a s e d  t r a f f i c ,  s e w a g e ,  w a t e r ,  h o u s i n g  a n d  c r i m e  
d e m a n d s .  T h i r d  W o r l d  c i t i e s  a r e  i n  a  t e r r i b l e  e n -
v i r o n m e n t a l  c r i s i s .  
T h e  s e c o n d  o p t i o n  a  l a n d l e s s  f a r m e r  h a s  i s  t o  
m o v e  t o  a  p i e c e  o f  o p e n  l a n d .  T h e y  m a y  m i g r a t e  
f u r t h e r  i n t o  t h e  f r o n t i e r  a r e a s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  
m o v e  o n t o  m a r g i n a l  a n d  u n w a n t e d  l a n d ,  o r  s q u a t  
H o n d u r a n  f a r m e r s  l e a r n  t e c h n i q u e s  t h a t  
h e l p  t h e m  m a k e  a d j u s t m e n t s  t o  t h e  s t e e p  
s l o p e s  o f  t h e i r  m a r g i n a l  l a n d .  
o n  s o m e o n e  e l s e ' s  l a n d  u n t i l  
t h e y  a r e  k i c k e d  o f f .  S t u d i e s  h a v e  
s h o w n  t h a t  w h e n  f a r m e r s  m i -
g r a t e  f u r t h e r  i n t o  f r o n t i e r  a r e a s  
t h e y  c r e a t e  p r o b l e m s  o f  d e f o r -
e s t a t i o n  ( D o r n e r  a n d  
T h i e s e n h u s e n ,  1 9 9 2 ) .  A d d i t i o n -
a l l y ,  t r o p i c a l  r a i n f o r e s t  s o i l  i s  
h i g h l y  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  w a t e r  e r o -
s i o n  w h e n  d e f o r e s t e d  a n d  c r o p s  
a r e  p r o n e  t o  p l a g u e s  o f  p e s t s  a n d  
d i s e a s e s .  C r o p  y i e l d s  f a l l  d r a s -
t i c a l l y  a f t e r  a  c o u p l e  o f  y e a r s  
o n c e  t h e  s o i l ' s  n u t r i e n t s  a r e  d e -
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pleted, and the once lushly for-
ested land becomes useless 
except to be used as pasture. 
The third option a farmer has 
is that of tenant farming. This is 
when a landowner rents a piece 
of land and pays either a fixed 
cash rate or a portion of his har-
vest in rent. In this case the 
farmer most likely is farming on 
very marginal land that is prone 
to severe soil erosion and rain-
fall runoff. Even though runoff 
may be great and the farmer 
knows that it is destroying the 
soil's productivity, he has no in-
centive to improve the land. 
Tenant farmers have no long-
term security that they will be 
farming the same parcel in sub-
sequent years, and even if they 
do try to improve the land the 
landowner may decide to raise 
the rent for their "improved 
land." The lack of ownership 
becomes a real disincentive for 
the farmers to make any im-
provements on the land. 
Stanich's research in Honduras 
showed that short-term contract 
renters who had insecure tenure 
on small plots tended to exhibit 
the poorest conservation prac-
tices. They tended to grow 
mostly annual crops, to farm the 
worst and steepest property, to 
burn crop residues, and to clear 
the land of all trees. In contrast, 
small-holders who owned their 
properties farmed intensively 
but preserved trees, constructed 
rock-wall barriers to prevent 
erosion, and followed other soil 
conservation measures (Stanich, 
1989). 
Therefore, if lack of secure land ownership is 
a cause of deforestation, urban overpopulation, 
soil erosion and water pollution, then we can as-
sume that development policies that assure 
equitable land tenure are an effective means of 
alleviating these problems. 
3. Increased Farm Income and Labor Levels 
Income levels are found to be higher among 
farmers who own their own land as compared 
to landless and land-poor tenant farmers. 
Seligson's research in El Salvador after the 1980's 
land reform program there indicated that land-
less and land-poor Salvadorans earn per capita 
incomes that are less than two-thirds of those of 
small farmers and that renters and sharecroppers 
only earn one half the income of fee simple own-
ers (Seligson, 1994). The income of tenant farmers 
was found to be lower than the average indus-
trial worker; meanwhile, small farm owners have 
about the same income as those in industry (Jack-
son, 1993). Land ownership and the amount of 
land they own has a direct relationship on fam-
ily income, while the income of the landless is 
far below national income averages. 
Small farms have also been found to employ 
more labor than large farms. Research in El Sal-
vador found that the amount of labor employed 
per hectare increases as the size of holding de-
creases. The reason for this direct relationship is 
due to the fact that: 
1. Small farmers are less likely to have access 
to OJ" need for expensive labor-saving technol-
ogy. 
2. Labor is cheaper than technology, which 
often requires a capital investment that the small 
farmer cannot afford. 
3. Smaller farmers tend to be less educated 
and have less access to technical assistance, which 
would help them understand how to use it to 
farm better. 
4. Many small farms in El Salvador are on 
rocky hillsides that are difficult to access with 
machinery such as tractors and plows 
(McReynolds, 1998). 
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4 .  D e t e r r e n t  t o  V i o l e n c e  
L a c k  o f  a c c e s s  t o  l a n d  h a s  o f t e n  b e e n  t h e  c a t a -
l y s t  t o  p o l i t i c a l  c o n f l i c t  t h r o u g h o u t  L a t i n  A m e r i c a .  
T h i s  h a s  b e e n  w e l l - d o c u m e n t e d  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  
p e r t a i n i n g  t o  r e v o l u t i o n s  i n  M e x i c o ,  G u a t e m a l a ,  
B o l i v i a ,  C h i l e ,  N i c a r a g u a ,  E l  S a l v a d o r  a n d  C u b a .  
P r o s t e r m a n  a n d  R i e d i n g e r  f o u n d  t h a t  w h e n  t h e  
n u m b e r  o f  l a n d l e s s  p e a s a n t s  r e a c h e s  o v e r  2 5  p e r -
c e n t  i n  a  c o u n t r y  t h e  c h a n c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  c o n f l i c t  i s  
h i g h  ( R i e d i n g e r , 1 9 9 6 ) .  S o m e  a u t h o r s  p o i n t  o u t  
t h a t  o n c e  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  n u m b e r  o f  t h e  l a n d l e s s  
p o o r  a c q u i r e  t h e i r  o w n  f a r m s ,  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  t h a t  
r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  w i l l  s e c u r e  a  b a s e  o f  p o p u l a r  s u p -
p o r t  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y s i d e  d i m i n i s h e s  a p p r e c i a b l y .  
I n  t h i s  r e g a r d  l a n d  r e f o r m  h a s  b e e n  u s e d  b y  g o v -
e r n m e n t  o f f i c i a l s  i n  m a n y  p a r t s  o f  t h e  w o r l d  a s  a  
m e a n s  o f  d e p r i v i n g  M a r x i s t  g u e r r i l l a  f o r c e s  o f  
g r i e v a n c e s  t o  e x p l o i t  ( R a b k i n ,  1 9 8 5 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  a  
c l o s e r  s t u d y  o f  h i s t o r y  s h o w s  t h a t  l a n d  r e f o r m  i s  
o n l y  e f f e c t i v e  a s  a  d e t e r r e n t  t o  p o l i t i c a l  v i o l e n c e  
w h e n  i t  i s  c o u p l e d  w i t h  s o c i a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  
F a r m e r s  i n  H o n d u r a s  h a v e  l i t t l e  
i n c e n t i v e  t o  p r a c t i c e  c o n t o u r  p l o w i n g  
u n l e s s  t h e y  o w n  t h e  l a n d  t h e m s e l v e s .  
ls i  
William Van Lopik 
"Fundamental land reform without social 
transformation is a logical and practical impossi-
bility. This is the reason why land reform as a 
counterrevolutionary strategy, such as the ill-
fated 'land-to-the-tiller' program attempted in 
Vietnam, is bound to fail. The inequality in land-
ownership that land reforms are designed to 
correct is a major cause of revolution" (Paige, 
1996: 127). 
5. Improved Agricultural Productivity 
The common notion held in the North is that 
small farms are backward and unproductive. This 
is often the argument given against land reform 
and the redistribution of large-landholdings into 
small farm holdings. Rosset presents research that 
disputes this claim and shows that small farms 
are actually more effective and efficient than 
large-scale farms. He uses evidence from North-
ern and Southern countries to demonstrate that 
small farms have the advantage of being "multi-
functional" -more productive, more efficient, and 
contributive to more to economic development 
than large farms. Small farmers can also make 
better stewards of natural resources, conserving 
bio-diversity and safe-guarding the future 
sustainability of agricultural production. 
Rosset further says that one of the strongest 
virtues of small farms is that they achieve higher 
and more dependable production from their land 
than do larger farms operating in similar envi-
ronments. Small farms sustain the natural 
environment through their labor intensive prac-
tices such as maturing, limited tillage, ridging, 
terracing, comp~sting organic matter, and recy-
cling plant products into the productive process, 
which enhance soil conservation and fertility. 
He makes the argument that we must think 
more in terms of total output versus yield. It may 
be true that large monoculture farms have a 
larger yield, but small farms have a greater total 
output. Total output is the sum of everything a 
small farmer produces: various grains, fruits, veg-
etables, fodder, animal products, etc. He says that 
there is a growing number of agricultural econo-
mists including those at the World Bank which 
agrees on the 
relationship l: 
(Rosset, 1999). 
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I n e q u i t a b l e  L a n d  T e n u r e  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
a g r e e s  o n  t h e  p r e m i s e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n  " i n v e r s e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  f a r m  s i z e  a n d  o u t p u t "  
( R o s s e t ,  1 9 9 9 ) .  
E v i d e n c e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s m a l l  f a r m s  c o n t r i b -
u t e  m o r e  t o  t h e  t o t a l  e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  
a n  a r e a .  F a r m  r e s o u r c e s  g e n e r a t e  w e a l t h  f o r  t h e  
o v e r a l l  i m p r o v e m e n t  o f  r u r a l  l i f e - i n c l u d i n g  b e t -
t e r  h o u s i n g ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  h e a l t h  s e r v i c e s ,  
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  l o c a l  b u s i n e s s  d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  a n d  
m o r e  r e c r e a t i o n a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  
6 .  C o h e s i v e n e s s  o f  F a m i l i e s  •  
I n  1 9 9 7  t h e  V a t i c a n  p r o d u c e d  a  l a n d m a r k  
d o c u m e n t  w h i c h  c l e a r l y  s p e l l e d  o u t  t h e  c h u r c h ' s  
p o s i t i o n  o n  l a n d  r e f o r m  a n d  t h e  h i g h  p r i o r i t y  i t  
g i v e s  i t  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  o v e r c o m i n g  p o v e r t y .  O n e  
o f  t h e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  l a n d  r e f o r m  t h a t  o t h e r  p r o -
p o n e n t s  h a d  n o t  m e n t i o n e d  w a s  t h a t  l a n d  r e f o r m  
c r e a t e s  f a m i l y - s i z e d  f a r m s  a n d  c o n t r i b u t e s  c o n -
s i d e r a b l y  t o  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  t h e  f a m i l y  b y  
d e v e l o p i n g  i t s  m e m b e r s '  c a p a c i t i e s  a n d  s e n s e  o f  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  ( P o n t i f i c a l  C o u n c i l  f o r  J u s t i c e  a n d  
P e a c e ,  1 9 9 7 ) .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  f a m i l y  c o h e s i v e -
n e s s  i s  o f t e n  a n  o v e r l o o k e d  a s p e c t  o f  l a n d  r e f o r m ,  
b u t  o n e  t h a t  c e r t a i n l y  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  u n d e r e s t i -
m a t e d .  
O b s t a c l e s  t o  A g r a r i a n  R e f o r m  
A  d e e p l y  h e l d  i d e o l o g y  c a n  b e  a  t r e m e n d o u s  
o b s t a c l e  t o  l a n d  r e f o r m .  O n e  s u c h  i d e o l o g y  i s  t h a t  
o f  " c o m p a r a t i v e  a d v a n t a g e . "  E c o n o m i s t s  h a v e  
l o n g  h e l d  t h e  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  t h a t  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
s h o u l d  b a s e  i t s  e c o n o m y  o n  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
c r o p s  t h a t  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w o r l d  w a n t s .  C o m m o d i -
t i e s  l i k e  c o f f e e ,  s u g a r ,  b a n a n a s  a n d  c o t t o n  w e r e  
f o u n d  t o  t h r i v e  i n  t h e  t r o p i c a l  e n v i r o n m e n t .  T h e s e  
w e r e  p r o d u c t s  t h a t  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w o r l d  w a n t e d  
a n d  i t  w a s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  s h o u l d  
c o n c e n t r a t e  o n  t h e s e  e x p o r t  c o m m o d i t i e s  a n d  
e s t a b l i s h  t h e i r  m a r k e t  s h a r e .  L a r g e  l a n d e d  e s t a t e s  
w e r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  g r o w  t h e s e  c r o p s  i n  a n  e f f i c i e n t  
m a n n e r ,  s o  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  l a n d  c o n s o l i d a t i o n  w a s  
s e e n  a s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  p o s t - w a r  e c o n o m i c  d e -
v e l o p m e n t  o f  L a t i n  A m e r i c a .  T h i s  p o l i c y ,  
h o w e v e r ,  h a s  n o t  r e n d e r e d  t h e  s u c c e s s  t h a t  i t  
i n i t i a l l y  p r o m i s e d .  C r i t i c i s m  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o m  p a r a -
t i v e  a d v a n t a g e  i d e o l o g y  k e e p s  
m o u n t i n g  a s  l a n d  s c a r c i t y  b e -
c o m e s  m o r e  p r e v a l e n t  i n  t h e  
r e g i o n  ( L a p p e ,  C o l l i n s ,  R o s s e t ,  
1 9 9 8 ) .  U n t i l  t h i s  i d e o l o g y  i s  r e -
c o n s i d e r e d  a s  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  
d e v e l o p m e n t  m o d e l ,  t h e  o d d s  o f  
f u r t h e r  l a n d  r e f o r m  i n i t i a t i v e  
l o o k  b l e a k .  
A c c e s s  t o  l a n d  h a s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  
b e e n  a n  e x t r e m e l y  c o n t e n t i o u s  
i s s u e .  T h o u s a n d s  o f  p e o p l e  i n  
L a t i n  A m e r i c a  h a v e  l o s t  t h e i r  
l i v e s  e i t h e r  f i g h t i n g  t o  f o r c i b l y  
a c q u i r e  a  p i e c e  o f  l a n d  t o  s u r -
v i v e  o n  o r  d i e d  t r y i n g  t o  h o l d  
o n  t o  t h e  l a n d  t h e y  h a v e .  I t  
t h r e a t e n s  t h e  s t a t u s  q u o  a n d  
u p s e t s  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  
a n d  e c o n o m i c  p o w e r .  I t  i m p l i e s  
a  c h a n g e  i n  p o w e r  r e l a t i o n s  i n  l s
3  
f a v o r  o f  t h o s e  w h o  p h y s i c a l l y  
w o r k  t h e  l a n d  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  
t h o s e  w h o  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a c c u m u -
l a t e  t h e  w e a l t h  d e r i v e d  f r o m  i t .  
I t  i s  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  t h i s  t h a t  l a n d  
r e f o r m  e f f o r t s  h a v e  b e e n  r e l a -
t i v e l y  u n s u c c e s s f u l ;  t h e r e  i s  n o t  
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  w i l l  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  
e n t r e n c h e d  p o w e r  s t r u c t u r e s  i n  
L a t i n  A m e r i c a .  
S i n c e  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  c o l d - w a r ,  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b i l a t e r a l  a n d  m u l t i -
l a t e r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  h a v e  b a c k e d  o f f  
f r o m  f i n a n c i n g  m o s t  o f  t h e i r  
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  l a n d  r e f o r m  i n i -
t i a t i v e s .  T h e y  h a v e  m a d e  a  
s t r a t e g i c  d e c i s i o n  t h a t  i t  i s  t o o  
m u c h  o f  a  p o l i t i c a l  r i s k .  T h e  c o n -
f l i c t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  l a n d  r e f o r m  
i n i t i a t i v e s  h a s  s e e m i n g l y  s c a r e d  
t h e m  o f f  f r o m  a d d r e s s i n g  i s s u e s  
William Van Lopik 
Most subsistence farm ers in El Saluador 
are forced to farm on marginal hillsides 
which are prone to seuere erosion. 
of land acquisition for the poor. Development 
funds are most commonly dedicated to strength-
ening the capacities of the not-so-poor and 
providing direct service relief to the most poor. 
They have adopted development strategies 
which boldly contradict exhaustive evidence and 
pleas from the landless poor and development 
experts alike, who clearly state that access to land 
is a key component to breaking the cycle of pov-
erty and allowing people to live self-sustaining 
lives. 
Agrarian reform has been replaced as a de-
velopment policy by global economics and the 
free market system. Emphasis has now been put 
on debt-servicing by means of farm consolida-
tion and export agriculture (Liamzon, 1996). Now 
when the World Bank and U.S. Aid talk of land 
redistribution it is in the form of "market-based" 
approaches to land exchange. This is where land 
is sold on the open market based on willing sell-
ers matched with willing buyers. In the last 15 
years U.S. AID has spent no funds on agrarian 
reform efforts (Thiesenhusen, 1996) . 
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I n e q u i t a b l e  L a n d  T e n u r e  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  
T h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h a t  t h e r e  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  a  d i s -
c r e p a n c y  b e t w e e n  w h a t  p e o p l e  f r o m "  d e v e l o p i n g  
c o u n t r i e s "  a r e  a s k i n g  f o r  a n d  w h a t  N o r t h e r n  
N G O s  a r e  d e l i v e r i n g .  T h e  p o o r  f r o m  t h e  S o u t h  
a c c u s e  N o r t h e r n  n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  o f  n o t  b e i n g  i n t e r e s t e d  a n d  e v e n  
r e s i s t a n t  t o  a d d r e s s i n g  a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m  i s s u e s  i n  
s p i t e  o f  n u m e r o u s  p l e a s  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y .  T h i s  " i n -
a t t e n t i v e n e s s "  m i g h t  b e  t r a c e d  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
N G O s  d o  n o t  l o o k  f o r  a l t e r n a t i v e  d e v e l o p m e n t  
s t r a t e g i e s  a s  t h e y  o n c e  d i d .  T h e y  a r e  n o w  i n v o l v e d  
t o  a  l a r g e  e x t e n t  i n  s t a t e - f u n d e d  p r o g r a m s .  M o r e  
a n d  m o r e  t h e  t r e n d  i s  f o r  t h e  f e d e r a l  g o v e r n -
m e n t  t o  t r a n s f e r  d e v e l o p m e n t  f u n d s  t h r o u g h  
N G O s ,  t h u s  c o m p r o m i s i n g  t h e  n e u t r a l i t y  o f  t h e  
N G O  ( T h e  E c o n o m i s t ,  2 0 0 0 ) .  P a u l a  H o y  s a y s  b l u n t l y  
t h a t  "  . . .  N G O s  n o w  p a c k a g e  t h e i r  p r o j e c t s  t o  s a t -
i s f y  U S  A I D ' s  r e q u i r e m e n t s ,  w i t h  l i t t l e  t h o u g h t  
o f  t h e  n e e d s  a n d  d e s i r e s  o f  t h e  i n t e n d e d  b e n e f i -
c i a r i e s "  ( H o y ,  1 9 9 8 ) .  
F u t u r e  P r o s p e c t s  
T h e  l a n d  r e f o r m  d e b a t e  i s  n o t  o n e  t h a t  w i l l  
l i k e l y  d i s a p p e a r  f r o m  p o p u l a r  d i s c u s s i o n  a n y  t i m e  
i n  t h e  n e a r  f u t u r e .  T h e  m o u n t i n g  i s s u e s  o f  e n v i -
r o n m e n t a l  s u s t a i n a b i l i t y ,  u r b a n  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
m i g r a t i o n ,  t h e  r i g h t s  o f  i n d i g e n o u s  g r o u p s  a n d  
g r e a t e r  e c o n o m i c  d i s p a r i t i e s  b e t w e e n  e c o n o m i c  
c l a s s e s  w i l l  k e e p  t h e  i s s u e  i n  t h e  f o r e f r o n t  
( D o r n e r ,  1 9 9 9 ;  T h i e s e n h u s e n ,  1 9 9 5 ) .  T h e  l a n d l e s s  
a n d  l a n d  p o o r  m a s s e s  f r o m  t h e  S o u t h  w i l l  c o n -
t i n u e  t o  o r g a n i z e  a s  t h e y  a r e  i n  B r a z i l  a n d  t h e  
P h i l i p p i n e s  a n d  s p e a k  o u t  o n  t h e  i s s u e .  T h i r d  
W o r l d  N G O s  a n d  p e a s a n t  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  w i l l  k e e p  
t h e  i s s u e  o n  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  t a b l e .  
F a r m e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  p o p u l a r  g r o u p s  a n d  
S o u t h e r n  N G O s  h a v e  t a k e n  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  a t  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n f e r e n c e s ,  s u m m i t s  a n d  w o r k -
s h o p s  t o  s p e a k  u p  f o r  r e n e w e d  g l o b a l  e f f o r t s  f o r  
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  r e f o r m  p r o g r a m s .  A t  t h e  N G O  
G l o b a l  F o r u m  o n  F o o d  S e c u r i t y  d u r i n g  F  A O s  F i f -
t i e t h  A n n i v e r s a r y  C e l e b r a t i o n  h e l d  i n  O c t o b e r  
1 9 9 5  i n  Q u e b e c ,  N G O s  f r o m  t h e  T h i r d  W o r l d  
u n e q u i v o c a l l y  s t a t e d  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a  r e n e w e d  e f -
f o r t  t o  b r i n g  a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m  b a c k  t o  t h e  f o r e  o f  
t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  
a g e n d a  ( L i a m z o n ,  1 9 9 6 ) .  A t  t h e  
I F A D  C o n f e r e n c e  o n  H u n g e r  
a n d  P o v e r t y  i n  1 9 9 5  S o u t h e r n  
g r o u p s  o n c e  a g a i n  p l a c e d  i t  a t  
t h e  f o r e f r o n t  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  
a g e n d a .  T h e y  s p o k e  f r o m  t h e i r  
o w n  r e a l i t y ,  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  l a n d  
r e f o r m  i s  a  k e y  d e v e l o p m e n t  
s t r a t e g y  t o w a r d s  a l l e v i a t i n g  p o v -
e r t y ,  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  
d e g r a d a t i o n ,  a n d  d e m o c r a t i c  
d i s e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t .  
I n  1 9 9 7  t h e  F o o d  F i r s t  I n f o r -
m a t i o n  a n d  A c t i o n  N e t w o r k  
( P I A N )  h o s t e d  a  c o n f e r e n c e  i n  
P a r i s  t h a t  w a s  t h e  k i c k - o f f  f o r  a n  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  i n i t i a t i v e  t o  b r i n g  
a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m  b a c k  o n  t h e  d e -
v e l o p m e n t  a g e n d a .  T h e y  h a v e  
b u i l t  a  c o a l i t i o n  o f  N G O s  a n d  
d e v e l o p m e n t  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  t h a t  
s e e k  t o  b r i n g  r e n e w e d  a t t e n t i o n  
t o  i n e q u i t a b l e  l a n d  t e n u r e .  A t  
t h i s  c o n f e r e n c e  f a r m e r s  e x -
p r e s s e d  t h e i r  f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  
N o r t h e r n  N G O s  w o r k i n g  i n  d e -
v e l o p m e n t .  T h e y  m a d e  
c o n d e m n i n g  s t a t e m e n t s  a g a i n s t  
n o r t h e r n  N G O s  f o r  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  
m o v e m e n t  o n  a g r a r i a n  r e f o r m .  
T h e y  e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  f a r m e r s  a r e  
b e i n g  h u r t  b o t h  b y  m o d e r n  
a g r a r i a n  p o l i c i e s  a s  w e l l  a s  a p a -
t h y  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d  t h e  s t a t e .  
" P e a s a n t s  a r e  w i t h o u t  a l l i e s  a n d  
n e i t h e r  t h e  N C O ' s  n o r  t h e  a c a -
d e m i c s  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e i r  
p r o b l e m s  ( P I A N ,  1 9 9 7 ) . "  T h i s  i s  
a n  i s s u e  t h a n  w i l l  n o t  g o  a w a y ,  
b u t  r a t h e r  w i l l  b e c o m e  m o r e  
c r i t i c a l  a s  T h i r d  W o r l d  n a t i o n s  
a r e  p u s h e d  t o  c o n s o l i d a t e  t h e i r  
l a n d h o l d i n g s  t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  o n  
I s s  
I  
William Van Lopik 
export products in order to meet 
the demands of international 
structural adjustment policies. 
Some argue that NGOs have 
the important role of providing 
financial credit and technical as-
sistance to new landowner 
beneficiaries which enables the 
farmer to maintain ownership 
(Blum, 1996). Others say that 
NGOs serve the poor best when 
they can help them organize to 
fill the vacuum left by the break-
down of government programs 
because of structural adjustment 
programs (de Janvry, Key and 
Sadoulet, 1997). Others say that 
NGOs have an important role in 
advocacy in pressuring the 
larger political arena to pay at-
tention to this issue 
(Paniagua-Ruiz, 1997). There is 
little doubt that international 
NGOs can play crucial roles in 
movements aimed at approach-
ing more socially and 
ecologically sustainable styles of 
development. The question is 
are they assuming this role es-
pecially in regards to land 
reform and in light of all the ben-
efits it offers. 
There is a paucity of litera-
ture that confronts the lack of 
attention that Northern NGOs 
have paid to the issue, either 
because they do not hear the 
voices of the landless or because 
they are adhering to a develop-
ment strategy that does not 
stress land equity. My own pre-
liminary research on the ten 
largest U.S.-based relief and development orga-
nizations has found no mention in their 
promotional literature of equitable land acquisi-
tion as one of their development project 
initiatives. I believe that this is wrong and that 
these organizations have taken a development 
agenda that ultimately is not responsive to the 
real needs and desires of the poor. The amount 
of U.S. government grant money that many 
NGOs receive has increased drastically in the past 
few years. It might appear that NCO partner-
ship with U.S. government funds has limited their 
strategic development alternatives and global 
capitalism is dictating the agenda. Extreme pov-
erty in Latin America will never be alleviated 
until there are social transformations at the local 
and international level. Providing access to land 
for all people is an important step towards that 
transformation. 
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